The efficacy and effectiveness of a primary preventive dental programme in non-fluoridated areas of Victoria, Australia.
To determine the efficacy and effectiveness of a primary preventive dental programme. A field trial comparing an intervention and control group over three years. The intervention group received a preventive programme which consisted of a weekly fluoride mouthrinse (0.2% neutral NaF), an annual application, replacement or repair of pit and fissure sealants, and an annual oral hygiene education programme. The control group received the oral hygiene education programme only. Examinations to record dental caries status were conducted annually for both study groups. Five secondary colleges in two non-fluoridated regions of Victoria, Australia. 522 subjects aged 12-13 years and considered at high risk of developing dental caries were recruited for the study; 256 received the preventive programme and 266 acted as controls. Dental caries was diagnosed according to World Health Organization criteria. Subjects in the intervention group who completed the three-year preventive programme (efficacy) incurred an average of 1.49 fewer decayed, missing or filled tooth surfaces than the control group. The difference was highly statistically significant. The programme also had a statistically significant impact when analysed by intention-to-treat (effectiveness), even when it was assumed that subjects lost to follow-up received minimal future benefit. Approximately 70% of the improvement in oral health was in the pit and fissure surfaces, with the remainder in the smooth surfaces. A comprehensive preventive dental programme introduced into adolescent populations at high risk of developing dental caries can result in significant improvements in their dental health. Further research is required to clarify the public health impact of school-based fluoride mouth rinsing.